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A STUDY OF SPORADIC CRETINISM. 

Dr. William B. Noyes read a paper with this title. 
■ He said that on September 1, 1895, he saw a child, two 
years old, who was not more advanced than a child of 
six months. The abdomen was protuberant, the nose 
short and retrousee, the tongue swollen and protruding, 
and the saliva dribbling from the mouth. There were 
two swellings on the neck, just in front of the sterno- 
mastoid muscles. The child appeared to be idiotic. Its 
length was twenty-four inches. The epiphyses of the 
long bones were somewhat swollen. There was no 
rhachitic rosary or any other rhachitic symptom. The 
mother stated that this was her first child, and that it 
had been born after a normal labor. Both parents were 
young and healthy. The child reached a weight of four¬ 
teen pounds after two months, and then did not gain for 
more than a year. The chief complaint had been con¬ 
stipation and weakness. There was no family history 
bearing on the condition. On September 15, the child 
was ordered a daily dose of one-fourth of a Burroughs 
& Welcome five-grain tablet of thyroid extract. By mis¬ 
take a daily dose of five grains was given at first, with 
the result that the circumference of the neck was 
reduced two inches, and the child had begun to perspire. 
The temperature rose to 102°, and there were prostra¬ 
tion and sleeplessness. At the end of a week the entire 
body had desquamated, leaving a clear, white waxy 
skin. On November 24, after having taken one grain 
daily, the amount of improvement was wonderful. By 
February the child had grown eight inches, and its 
weight had increased three or four pounds. 

In considering the effect of heredity, the speaker 
said, it might be manifested in three ways, viz.: (1) In a 
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congenital local defect; (2) in a defect of growth ; and 
(3) in a defect in the general vitality. One or more of 
these defects might exist in the same individual. Many 
epileptics, inebriates and insane persons showed this 
physical and psychical taint. There was a very signifi¬ 
cant hereditary element in cretinism. Some European 
observers had believed the cretins to be the descendants 
of a degenerate race, but this could hardly be credited. 
Recent epidemics of cretinism had shown that heredity 
was the chief cause of sporadic cretinism. Only those 
whose parents had goitre seemed to develop cretinism. 
Those with goitres were not cretins, but cretinism 
appeared in the next generation. Endemic cretinism 
was not so much hereditary as a hereditary local defi¬ 
ciency. All over Europe, and particularly in the moun¬ 
tains, statistics showed that deaf-mutism was much more 
prevalent than in the lower-lying regions. This was 
probably due to the evils of consanguinity, poverty and 
unsanitary surroundings. There were certain cretins 
who did not present all the typical indications of cretin¬ 
ism. In various parts of the world were to be seen 
cases presenting the general features common to en¬ 
demic cretinism, which were known as sporadic cretin¬ 
ism. In earlychildhood, these cases had been frequently 
confused with the more common forms of idiocy. When 
the thyroid gland is removed by operation, or when it 
atrophies from disease, certain changes are observed. 
First, there is a general disturbance in the nutrition and 
the development of myxoedema—a general increase in 
the bulk of the body, a deposit or infiltration of mucin. 
The latest examinations by Halburton showed a practi¬ 
cally normal percentage of mucin in the skin, and a very 
slight increase in the subcutaneous tissues. There was 
an excess of “ basement substance” or young connective 
tissue holding mucin. In the later stages of myxoedema 
the subcutaneous connective tissues became permeated 
by white fibres and fat cells—the atrophic stage. The 
blood is altered, and there is some evidence of toxicity 
in the blood. Acute or operative cases in animals showed 
certain nervous symptoms, such as fibrillary tremors or 
convulsions. In the first infant, the myxoedematous 
process tended to produce : (1) a condition of idiocy ; (2) 
oedema and swelling of the subcutaneous tissues would 
be more marked than in the adult, because the tissues 
were softer ; (3) a general change occurred in the bony 
framework of the body, e. g., a peculiar shape of the 
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skull, lordosis of the spinal column, and a general 
dwarfed appearance. In the long bones of cretins the 
almost geometrical relation of the rows of ossifying cells 
found in the normal condition gives place to irregular 
cells, and growth in the longitudinal direction is stopped. 
At some of the autopsies, fibrous connective tissues had 
been found around the epiphyses. Rhachitiswas a very 
different process from that seen in cretinism; the carti¬ 
lage cells proliferated rapidly and very irregularly, and 
ossification was irregular and failed entirely. Hofmeister 
removed the thyroids from a number of rabbits. They 
developed only very slight symptoms, but those operated 
upon were soon noticed to be smaller than the control 
animals, their bellies were more protruding and their 
skulls broader. After from two to seven months 
they were killed. Few changes were found in the soft 
parts ; there was no myxoedema and no special changes 
in the viscera. These was a decided retardation in the 
development of bone in the thyroidectomized animals ; 
the skull and jaw were the least affected. There was a 
difference in growth of one-third in the tibias of the 
thyroidectomized rabbits and the control animals. The 
case of a boy had been reported, from whom the thyroid 
had been removed when he was ten years of age, and 
who had not grown at all during the eighteen months 
that he survived the operation. 

The etiology of sporadic cretinism was even more 
obscure than that of the epidemic form. Of the reported 
cases, several seemed to have been the first children of 
quite young parents; one or both of the parents were 
apt to be neurotic ; there was often a marked alcoholic 
taint; there were other children in the family with 
some other nervous disease or possessing some stigma ; 
and in Edinburgh the prevalence of cretinism was 
apparently due to squalor and poor food and air. 

In conclusion, the speaker emphasized the following 
points : (1) That the symptoms of cretinism were to be 
explained as a result of a myxoedematous process in the 
undeveloped tissues of the infant; (2) the scientific 
application of the principles of heredity, by such 
methods as had been used in deaf-mutism, idiocy and 
other nervous diseases, would yield similar results in 
cretinism. 

Dr. W. H. Leszvnsky said, that he had had under his 
care a cretin, twenty-five years of age. It was a case of 
sporadic myxoedematous cretinism, and the mental 
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development was so defective that the man acted like a 
child of six years. There was an absence of the thyroid 
and there was some myxoedema. The man was treated 
in the hospital for a number of weeks by the thyroid 
extract with but very little benefit. 

Dr. L. Steiglitz said, that Ewald in his most recent 
study of myxoedema and cretinism had not been able to 
accept the thyroid theory alone as the cause of cretin¬ 
ism. He adduced a number of good reasons for believ¬ 
ing that this was not the only etiological factor. He 
thought the excellent result in the case just reported 
was due to the fact that the child came under treatment 
at a very early age. It was hardly to be expected that 
the older cases would respond quickly to the treatment. 
An interesting point about the development of cretin¬ 
ism was that very many of these children appeared to be 
perfectly normal until about the time of weaning. This 
could be explained by the fact that animals who fed on 
vegetables and milk did not develop myxoedema nearly 
as rapidly as animals fed on flesh. 

The President said, that it was now pretty well 
established that sporadic cretinism occurred chiefly 
among the poor and amid unsanitary surroundings. The 
photograph of Dr. Leszynsky’s patient closely resembles 
one of a family of three cretins living in this city. They 
were typical cretins, and they had given absolutely 
negative results from the thyroid treatment. He had 
seen a considerable increase in the intelligence even in 
patients of forty years. There could be no question 
about the excellency of the results from the thyroid 
treatment if the child came under observation at the age 
of two or three years. Goitre, he said, was widely dis¬ 
tributed through certain portions of Canada, yet in these 
persons he had never observed any tendency to cretin¬ 
ism or expophthalmic goitre. 

Dr. Noyes said, that he had desired in his paper to 
direct attention to the great importance of grasping all 
forms of stigmata. He recalled an article in which had 
been stated that among the French Canadians sporadic 
cretinism and goitre were common. 



